Editorial: Valedictory . . . we must not forget that the writing of history -however dryly it is done and however sincere the desire for objectivity -remains literature. History's third dimension is always fiction.
To study history one must know in advance that one is attempting something fundamentally impossible, yet necessary and highly important. To study history means submitting to chaos and nevertheless retaining faith in order and meaning. 1 History . . . is not what happens when it happens, but what seems to people to have happened when they look back on it. 2 One of the purposes of medical biography is to document the lives and works of those practitioners in the sphere of medicine and allied professions in various times and cultures who have preceded us. This endeavour is predicated, at least in part, on the notion that their actions have generally been a worthy pursuit in the cause of good, for human benefit, and against those afflictions to which the human condition is involuntarily prey. Ill health, illness, is usually regarded as accidental, beyond personal control, a misfortune, with no fault attached to the sufferer. But what if these parameters were changed? What if ill-health were deemed culpable, criminal? This is the situation described in Samuel Butler's (1835-1902) novel of imaginary travels, Erewhon, or Over the Range (1872, revised 1901). 3 The traveller, named as Higgs in the sequel Erewhon Revisited Twenty Years Later, Both by the Original Discoverer of the Country and by His Son (1901), discovers that:
. . . illness of any sort was considered in Erewhon to be highly criminal and immoral; and that I was liable, even for catching a cold, to be had up before the magistrates and imprisoned for a considerable period. (p.90) thus explaining the thorough physical inspection before a magistrate which he undergoes on arrival in the kingdom (pp.80-81).
. . . if a man falls into ill health or catches any disorder, or fails bodily in any way before he is seventy years old, he is tried before a jury of his countrymen, and if convicted is held up to public scorn and sentenced more or less severely as the case may be. There are subdivisions of illnesses into crimes and misdemeanours as with offences amongst ourselves . . . (p.102)
As an example, having typhus fever is deemed a particularly heinous offence (pp.87, 97).
A consequence is that the Erewhonians 'conceal ill health by every cunning and hypocrisy and artifice which they can devise' (pp.104-105) perhaps because the law 'consists in the sternest repression of all diseases whatsoever' (p.117). This may also partially explain why headaches 'were not very prevalent, for the people were the healthiest . . . imaginable, owing to the severity with which ill health was treated' (p.136).
Butler is quoted approvingly by a character in the classic American novel of medicine, Sinclair Lewis's (1885-1951) Arrowsmith (1925):
As Butler shows in Erewhon -the swine stole that idea from me . . . maybe thirty years before I ever got it -the only crime for w'ich [sic] we should hang people is having toobercoolosis. [sic] 3 A somewhat similar state of affairs is described in Ursula Le Guin's (1929 Guin's ( -2018 novel The Dispossessed (1974), affecting the inhabitants of the settler colony of Anarres:
Most young Anarresti felt that it was shameful to be ill; a result of their society's very successful prophylaxy, and also perhaps a confusion arising from the analogic use of the words 'healthy' and 'sick'. They felt illness to be a crime, if an involuntary one. 4 Of course, Butler's purpose is satire, not logic, and Le Guin's idiom is 'sci-fi' not 'sci-fact'. But that is not to say that these imagined things cannot or will not come to pass: Higgs reports that 'the influence of Erewhon had made me begin to see things in a new light' (p.179). Indeed, it may be all too easy to envisage that the existing consensus on the non-culpability of illness could break down, particularly as the role of lifestyle factors in disease aetiology (smoking, alcohol, diet, sedentarism) becomes more apparent.
Anthropologists distinguish 'guilt culture', typical of Western nations, from 'shame culture'. In the former, the focus is on individual culpability rather than shared responsibility. In such a context, in a society where competitive individualism triumphs over collectivism, it is conceivable that illness might come to be equated with wrongdoing, abetted by clinicians, and laid at the door of the individual. This might perhaps occur under the perceived pressure of escalating healthcare costs and/or a belief that many common ailments (heart attack, stroke, dementia) are at least partially preventable. If this paradigm shift were to occur, it may be for posterity to judge whether those biographized in the pages of this Journal are to be seen as benefactors or criminals, heroes or villains.
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